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Writer’s Block

Students across the country do not possess adequate writing
skills. The 1998 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
in writing found that only a sliver of students tested are at an advanced
level in writing (1%).  “Students show only partial mastery of the
knowledge and skills needed for solid academic performance in writ-
ing,” said Gary Phillips, acting commissioner for the National Center for
Education Statistics.

However, students in several states are moving to the head of the
class.  This Monthly explores efforts underway in Massachusetts, Maine
and Texas to improve student writing.  These states, along with Con-
necticut, significantly outperformed the national average on the 1998
NAEP writing exam.

Overview

“Of all those arts in which the wise excel,
Nature’s chief masterpiece is writing well.”

John Sheffield,
Essay on Poetry (1682)

New data on student writing indicates that only 1% of all stu-
dents write well – if not masterpieces, at least at the “Advanced” level,
according to the 1998 National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) exam in writing.  While many students can write at a basic,
minimally effective level, few can write at a higher level.  Only about
one-quarter of the students performed at the “Proficient” achievement
level and only one percent of the students in each grade performed at the
highest, or “Advanced,” achievement level.  “The average, or typical,
American student is not a proficient writer,” said Gary Phillips, acting
commissioner for the National Center for Education Statistics, on
releasing the findings.  “Instead, students show only partial mastery of
the knowledge and skills needed for solid academic performance in
writing.”

These findings do not bode well for students who face higher
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expectations and more rigorous standards at school and, eventually, in the workplace.  “How well students write
at the end of the 20th century is an indicator of how well they will be able to communicate and reason in the
beginning of the 21st century,” surmised Phillips.

Assessing student achievement in a variety of subjects is the essence of the National Education Goals
Panel’s work.   Goal 3:  Student Achievement and Citizenship addresses student progress in writing, which is a
skill critical to achieve mastery of challenging subject matter in many fields.   This Monthly focuses on Goal 3
and its indicator of student achievement in NAEP’s writing assessment.

Programs underway in Maine, Massachusetts and Texas, three of the four top-performing states in the
1998 NAEP exam in writing.  Connecticut, the top-performing state, will be featured in the November Monthly.
These states, along with Wisconsin and the Department of Defense schools, are the only ones to score above the
national average on the NAEP 8th-grade exam in writing.

State officials in the states presented in this Monthly point to statewide drives to improve student writing
through standards and testing that require students to write essays (Goal 3 activities).  Each state also linked
high student writing achievement to teacher professional development that helped teachers guide and assess
student writing (Goal 4 activities).  Many of the writing programs are tied directly to reading initiatives in the
schools.

The Monthly begins with an overview of the NAEP writing results and a description of a nationwide
writing program, The National Writing Project.  The balance of the Monthly is focused on promising practices
from Maine, Massachusetts and Texas.

NAEP Writing Results

Writing is not a strength of most American students, according to the latest NAEP exam in writing.
Only 1% of students at each grade level tested – 4, 8 and 12 – wrote at an “Advanced” level, and only one-
quarter of the students performed at the “Proficient” achievement level.  Student results are from the nationwide
survey of student writing achievement at grades 4, 8 and 12 using achievement levels developed by the National
Assessment Governing Board.  The “Basic” level indicates at least partial mastery of the knowledge and skills
needed for proficient work at each grade.

The NAEP writing assessment gives students 25 minutes to compose one of three different types of
essays:  narrative, informative or persuasive. Responses are evaluated according to three key elements of writ-
ing:  development, organization and grammar.  Following are some findings from the report:

• Only 23 percent of 4th graders wrote at the proficient level or above.  84 percent wrote at the
basic level or above, and 16 percent were below the basic level.

• Twenty-seven percent of 8th graders were at least proficient, 84 percent were at least basic, and
16 percent were below basic.

• Twenty-two percent of 12th graders were proficient, 78 percent were basic and 22 percent were
below basic.

• At each grade level, only 1 percent of students wrote at an advanced level.

For the first time, it is possible to compare the writing skill of 8th-grade students in the states.  Among
the 35 states, District of Columbia and Virgin Islands that tested an additional 100,000 8th-grade public school
students, Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, Texas, Wisconsin, the Department of Defense Domestic Depen-



○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

The National Education
Goals Panel

GOVERNORS
Paul E. Patton

Kentucky, Chair, 1999

John Engler
Michigan

Jim Geringer
Wyoming

James B. Hunt, Jr.
North Carolina

Frank Keating
Oklahoma

Frank O’Bannon
Indiana

Tommy G. Thompson
Wisconsin

Cecil H. Underwood
West Virginia

MEMBERS OF THE
ADMINISTRATION
Richard W. Riley

U.S. Secretary of Education

Michael Cohen
Senior Advisor to the

U.S. Secretary of Education

MEMBERS OF CONGRESS
U.S. Senator Jeff Bingaman

New Mexico

U.S. Senator Jim Jeffords
Vermont

U.S. Representative William F. Goodling
Pennsylvania

U.S. Representative Matthew G. Martínez
California

STATE LEGISLATORS
Representative G. Spencer Coggs

Wisconsin

Representative Mary Lou Cowlishaw
Illinois

Representative Douglas R. Jones
Idaho

Senator Stephen Stoll
Missouri

NEGP MONTHLY, OCTOBER, 1999

3

dent Elementary and Secondary Schools (DDESS) and the Department of
Defense Dependents Schools (Overseas) scored higher than the national
average on the assessment.  The average grade 8 scale score for the states
for public schools only is 148.  Connecticut scored 165; DDESS, 160;
DoDDS, 156; Maine and Massachusetts, 155; Texas, 154; and Wisconsin,
153.

Girls outperform boys at all grade levels and in all jurisdictions.
An achievement gap exists:  whites and Asians outperformed Native
Americans, African Americans and Hispanics at all three grade levels.
However, the highest scores for both black and Hispanic students were not
in a state, but in the schools operated by the Defense Department for
military dependents.

Approximately 160,000 students participated in the 1998 writing
assessment:  20,000 at each grade in the national assessment, and 100,000
in the state level assessment.  Eighth graders in thirty-five states and four
other jurisdictions participated in the state level survey, giving state-level
results for the first time.

NAEP is overseen by the National Center for Education Statistics,
a unit of the U.S. Department of Education.  The National Assessment
Governing Board, a separate and independent body, uses a judgement-
based process to set achievement levels for reporting NAEP results.

Key Factors of Excellent Writing

Several school factors correlate with higher levels of writing
performance, according to the NAEP writing report.  Certain elements of
“process writing,” in which a writer rethinks ideas and ways of expressing
those ideas, are associated with better writing performance.  These ele-
ments include teachers whom:

• require students to write drafts and plan their writing
product;

• talk to their students about writing;
• save student writing in portfolios;
• require students to use computers in writing.

National Assessment Governing Board member Marilyn Whirry,
who also teaches 12th-grade English, comments on what has been learned
from the NAEP studies about good writing:

“Students must write frequently to maintain and improve their
skills. . . . writing well not only requires practice, but planning as
well. . . . Students who showed evidence of planning [on the NAEP
writing exam] for both of the prompts they were given score higher
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than those who planned for only one, and those who planned only once score higher than those who
didn’t do any planning at all.

Of course, that may just seem to be a matter of common sense.  But deliberate planning is also
an important part of the process by which good writing can be taught.  Research indicates that writing,
like reading, is a recursive process.  The mature writer rethinks ideas throughout the process of writing.
Through pre-writing, drafting, responding to peers, and drafting again, the writer’s thoughts are clari-
fied, organized and perfected.”

Whirry goes on to say that keeping portfolios helps develop good writers, probably because portfolios
“demand that students evaluate and reflect upon their individual pieces of writing.  The close analysis of one’s
own work cannot but help to improve it.”

The National Writing Project

The National Writing Project (NWP) was launched 25 years ago as the Bay Area Writing Project
(BAWP), based at the University of California-Berkeley.  The project was founded by a small group of class-
room teachers, faculty and administrators at Berkeley who resolved to undertake a new way of teaching
writing.  They decided to emphasize writing complete essays at a time when most writing instruction empha-
sized only mastery of the conventions of grammar.  They also constructed a new model for professional
development that honors the expertise and leadership of classroom teachers.

In 1974, when the BAWP emerged, new teachers were taught how to teach reading but not writing,
notes James Gray and Richard Sterling, former and current executive directors of the National Writing Project.
“More fundamentally, neither the universities nor the schools gave any serious attention to the continuing
education of classroom teachers,” they write in an essay at the NWP web site (www-gse.berkeley.edu/re-
search/nwp).  The early members of BAWP resolved to change current practice and introduce an innovative
concept:  teachers teaching teachers.

BAWP evolved into a nationwide education program of teacher networks to improve student writing.
Now called the National Writing Project (NWP), the program is active at 161 sites at universities in 47 states
and Puerto Rico.  An extensive network of top-notch writing teachers promotes exemplary instruction of
writing and reaches more than 100,000 teachers every year.  Each site offers an intensive institute every
summer and invites distinguished local teachers of writing from all grade levels – kindergarten to university –
to attend.

According to Sterling, the approach at the institutes is to “give teachers experiences with the kind of
practices that help students achieve.”  For example, teachers attending the institutes are asked to write.  “They
write multiple drafts, discuss their writing, revise their writing and prepare it for publication,” said Sterling.
“They write for a variety of purposes and audiences and then translate these practices into lessons for their
students,” he added.  These practices include editing for grammatical accuracy but emphasize writing for more
than one audience and purpose.

The NWP has become a rigorous selection process for teacher participants at the institutes.  A nomina-
tion application and interview is required of all teachers.  Teachers are selected based on their demonstrable
success as teachers of writing and for their promise to become equally successful teachers of teachers.  Partici-
pants come from all grade levels (K-university), public and private schools in urban, suburban and rural areas.
Teachers typically receive graduate credit for participating in the institute and, if possible, receive modest
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stipends for tuition, fees, books associated with the institutes.

“These teachers become the teachers of other teachers during the
school year,” said Sterling.  “They are credible as mentors because they
come directly from their own classrooms to lead sustained professional
development.”

The NWP has become a federally funded professional develop-
ment program.  Some of the networks of NWP sites receive state funds.
Massachusetts has two NWP sites, Maine has one and Texas has seven
sites throughout the state.

Massachusetts

Massachusetts grade 8 students, like students in Maine,
Texas and Connecticut, scored significantly above the U.S. aver-
age the 1998 NAEP exam in writing.  The state’s students had a
scale score of 155, higher than the national average of 148.

Susan Wheltle, coordinator for the humanities frameworks
with the Massachusetts Department of Education, holds that the
state’s long-term interest in student writing achievement caused
many local districts and schools to institute, evaluate and reform
writing programs.  According to Wheltle, the English Language
Arts framework is one of the oldest sets of standards produced by
the state.  The framework offers a “really very detailed explanation
about the writing process, with an emphasis on drafting and revi-
sion and publication,” she said.

Teachers tell Wheltle that the framework along with a
statewide assessment system that requires students in grades 4, 8
and 10 to write long compositions, has had a strong, positive effect
in the schools as teachers grapple with how they teach writing.
The Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS)
measures the performance of students, schools and districts on the
academic learning standards in the Massachusetts Curriculum
Frameworks, which fulfills requirements of the Education Reform
Law of 1993.  The first MCAS tests in English Language Arts,
Mathematics and Science & Technology occurred in May 1998.
Writing prompts are used only on the English Language Arts tests
to provide a stimulus for students to write a composition.  Some of
the prompts relate to a brief reading passage.

Long and Short Compositions receive scores of 0-20 and 0-
10, respectively.  The scoring of student writing is completed by
Advanced Systems scorers and by Massachusetts’s teachers at
three Massachusetts Writing Institutes.  Over 750 Massachusetts
educators currently employed by schools systems throughout the
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What is the National
Education Goals Panel?

The National Education Goals Panel is
a unique bipartisan body of state and
federal officials created in 1990 by Presi-
dent Bush and the nation’s Governors
to report state and national progress and
urge education improvement efforts to
reach a set of National Education Goals.

Who serves on the National
Education Goals Panel and

how are they chosen?

Eight governors, four state legislators,
four members of the U.S. Congress,
and two members appointed by the
President serve on the Goals Panel.
Members are appointed by the
leadership of the National Governors’
Association, the National Conference
of State Legislatures, the U.S. Senate
and House, and the President.

What does the Goals Panel
do?

The Goals Panel has been charged to:

•  Report state and national progress
toward the National Education Goals.

•  Work to establish a system of high
academic standards and assessments.

•  Identify promising and effective reform
strategies.

•  Recommend actions for state, federal
and local governments to take.

•  Build a nationwide, bipartisan consen-
sus to achieve the Goals.

The annual Goals Report and other pub-
lications of the Panel are available with-
out charge upon request from the Goals
Panel or at its web site www.negp.gov.
Publications requests can be made by
mail, fax, or e-mail, or Internet.

state participated in the Writing Institutes.

Wheltle underscored the importance of professional devel-
opment to improve student achievement in writing and other
subjects.  The state currently is focusing on professional develop-
ment that targets 8th-grade reading and math.  “We are planning this
fall a series of professional development sessions for eighth-grade
teachers whose students did not score well on MCAS in reading
and math,” said Wheltle.  Teachers from schools with low writing
and math scores were invited to participate.

The state Department of Education also sponsors a variety
of after-school and weekend programs, some devoted to writing.
The department also works with the National Writing Project,
which has summer institutes for teachers of writing in Boston and
western Massachusetts.

Finally, Wheltle said Massachusetts is one of the states that
has received a Reading Excellence Act grant to work with primary
school children “who soon will be 4th- and 8th-graders taking the
MCAS and NAEP exams.”

CONTACT: Susan Wheltle
Coordinator for Humanities Frameworks
Massachusetts Department of Education
350 Main Street
Malden, Massachusetts  02148
(781)388-3300 (ext. 239)
www.doe.mass.edu

Maine

Maine like Massachusetts was one of only four states that
outperformed the U.S. average in the 1998 NAEP writing exam.
Maine, like Massachusetts, had an average scale score of 155,
compared to the national average of 148.

Brud Maxcy, coordinator of Maine Education Assessment,
with the state Department of Education, traces Maine students’
success back to the creation of the state’s 1984 education reform
laws.  “Much happened at this time related to instruction in the
schools,” said Maxcy.  At this time, Maine introduced a statewide
assessment system.  The test was administered in the 1985-1986
school year, and “we were asking students to take an hour and craft
a response to a writing prompt,” explained Maxcy.

According to Maxcy, two Maine teachers score every
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student response.  Scores must agree within one point or it is scored
again by the chief reader.   “This process has been underway for 15
years and we have become more and more efficient at it,” said
Maxcy.  He noted that the scoring rubric has been modified twice.

From the beginning, teachers scored the writing exams, said
Maxcy.  Professional development programs burgeoned to help
teachers in the scoring process.  The Maine Department of Educa-
tion sponsors a 2 ½ day workshop on scoring during the school
year.  “Fifteen years later, we have a waiting list of teachers at each
grade level (4, 8, 11), wanting to score the student writing papers,”
reports Maxcy.  He added that there are several local-level training
programs where schools have their own writing assessment.

Maxcy agrees with NAEP findings about the importance of
developing portfolios of student work.  He notes that teachers in
Maine have been involved in portfolio development in the language
arts as well as science and math.  The Maine Assessment Portfolio
System is two years old, a new initiative that accompanies the State
Learning results.

“Currently Maine’s assessment program is diversifying
types of writing – writing for different audiences and in different
modes,” said Maxcy.  During the past year, the exam offered two
writing prompts:  one common to all students, the other covered
writing for a variety of purposes – narrative, informative and per-
suasive, like NAEP.  At the lower grades, students faced a prompt
to produce a narrative.  Secondary students had a prompt to produce
a persuasive piece, but it could change from year to year.

“We also have an exciting new venture,” said Maxcy.  “For
the first time we will be sending all student essays back to the
schools.  Each school will get a CD ROM of its students’ work.
This is very instructive to look at the outcome of your own instruc-
tion.”  He added:  “This has the potential to be one of the most
powerful things we have done.  Teachers need this to make good
decisions about their instruction.”

CONTACT: Brud Maxcy
Coordinator of Maine Education
Assessment
Maine Department of Education
State House, Station 23
Augusta, Maine  04333
(207)287-5996
www.state.me.us/education
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Texas

Texas is a top-performing state in the 1998 NAEP writing exam, with an average scale score
of 154, placing on par with Connecticut, Maine and Massachusetts.

Christine Joosten, project manager of the office of statewide initiatives, Texas Education
Agency, also points to an early emphasis by the state on writing as educators and policymakers
constructed the Texas Essential Knowledge Skills and the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills
(TAAS), the statewide assessment for grades 4, 8 and 10.  “Writing is a strand of the language arts
curriculum that is clearly identified from early elementary through secondary school,” said Joosten.

TAAS allows for an evaluation of student writing in fourth and eighth grade that “drives a lot
of our teachers to focus on the importance of writing,” she added.   In order to help students and their
families prepare for TAAS, the Texas Education Agency prepared a publication that features activities
designed to improve skills in writing, reading and math.  Growing Through TAAS for fourth graders
and Exploring Through TAAS for eighth graders include writing strategies and lessons to help stu-
dents improve their skills.

Joosten also mentioned the Texas Reading Initiative, which integrates instruction in reading
with writing.  Writing is one of the twelve essential components of research-based programs for
beginning reading instruction, according to Joosten.  The Rising Star writing project, a joint venture
of Baylor University, the Texas Council of teachers of English and the Waco Independent School
District, motivates Texas elementary school students by offering them an opportunity to be published,
she added.  The program honors excellence in elementary student writing – narrative and poetry – and
art.  All Texas elementary schools are invited to send entries to Rising Star.  Winners’ work is dis-
played in a publication called Rising Star, which becomes a model of outstanding writing for all
teachers and students, said Joosten.

CONTACT: Christine Joosten
Project Manager
Office of Statewide Initiatives
Texas Education Agency
1701 North Congress Avenue
Austin, Texas  78701
(512)463-9027
www.tea.state.tx.us

NAEP is administered by the National Center for Education Statistics, a unit of the U.S. Department of
Education.  The full text of the 1998 NAEP Writing Report Card, as well as separate reports for each of the
participating states and jurisdictions, can be found at www.nces.ed.gov/nationsreoprtcard/.  All NAEP reports
can be ordered by calling toll-free (877)4ED-PUBS.
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